The period from the fall of Parnell through to the Edwardian era was once described as a 'long gestation'. William Butler Yeats' pithy phrase referred to the vacuum left by the fall and death of Charles Stewart Parnell, a romantic view certainly, and one that has not stood the test of historical scrutiny.
1 William Ewart Gladstone's legacy during this period, it is suggested here, is also worth re-examining. His legislative attempts at establishing Home Rule, of course, ended in failure, in the House of Commons in 1886, and in the House of Lords in 1893. But the motives behind Gladstone's strenuous efforts to 'pacify Ireland' and thereby reconcile Irish Nationalists to the Union with Great Britain and to unite the Catholics and Protestants of Ireland in common endeavour did not die with his Home Rule bills. And although subsequent efforts ultimately met the same fate, they did so for different reasons. Historians have considered at length Gladstone's efforts to pacify Ireland, and his attempt to reconcile its Catholic majority to the Union, as part of a tradition in British high politics, initiated by Sir Robert Peel and carried on after Gladstone in the guise of 'constructive unionism'. Most scholars have treated Gladstone's belief that Protestants and Catholics could unite to make Home Rule work with circumspection and have not linked the emergence in Ireland of 'cooperation politics' (as distinct from 'co-operative politics') at the turn of the twentieth century to his legacy. This is not altogether surprising. Gladstone's retirement from public life early in 1894 and death in 1898 meant he had no direct involvement in the subsequent phase of the Irish question. Moreover, the impetus for the later chapter had another origin. Whereas Gladstone's vision was largely a hopeful prophecy, predicated on the enactment of Home Rule, Irish Unionist promoters of cooperation politics believed that success depended on a Dublin parliament not being an immediate prospect, although the apparent difference may not be as dramatic as it appears. Both sought the means to pacify the people and thus tame the voracious appetite of extreme nationalism. Whereas Peel, Gladstone and British constructive unionists looked upon Westminster-led initiatives as the path to conciliating Nationalists to the Union, turn-of-the-century practitioners of cooperation turned both to London and to local efforts in Ireland to promote cooperation between Nationalists and Unionists. These differences aside, two important similarities remain.
First, Gladstone's conversion to Home Rule in the mid-1880s signalled his intention to cooperate actively with the majority party that represented 'Ireland'. It was a stance that can be dated to the so-called Kilmainham Treaty of May 1882, which, to cite Alvin Jackson, provided 'a precedent for future deals between advanced nationalism and the British government' as well as maturating into Home Rule in 1886.
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This accorded with Gladstone's and the Liberal view of constitutionalism and democracy. As Colin Matthew notes, an effective Home Rule party was bound to put the Liberals on the spot. Home Rule was the equivalent of the Reform League for franchise reform in the 1860s: the demands might be disliked but they were not instantly incompatible with the assumptions of contemporary policy makers, unless, that is, 'Home Rule' came to be seen as an aspect of Fenianism rather than as the means to its defeat. Judgement of the balance was to be a central question for the 1880s. The subsequent period of constructive unionism, as practised by the Balfour brothers and George Wyndham, returned to the old model of Westminster-led conciliation. It was, nevertheless, aided by the emergence in Ireland of cooperation politics, which enabled Westminster leaders to respond to specifically Irish initiatives. Gladstone's engagement with Nationalist Ireland, therefore, prefigured similar efforts by moderate Irish Unionists such as Sir Horace Plunkett and the Earl of Dunraven. Rather than vindicate the rationale of Home Rule, these moderates hoped to reverse the unremitting decline in their influence on domestic Irish affairs within the existing constitutional apparatus. Nevertheless, by the early 1900s some had reached the conclusion, like Gladstone fifteen years before, that the dynamic of cooperation could best be sustained through a limited scheme of home government. In doing so, these moderate Unionists moved too far and too fast for the taste of their own constituency.
